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ABSTRACT: Dare to Discipline (1970), a polemic that links “permissive” parenting to social disorder, is an 
important text in the history of the conservative movement. This paper uses rhetorical analysis of Dare to 
Discipline to argue that an ethos of expertise is a professionally informed response to “ubiquitous” commonsense 
knowledge.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
For more than three decades, social conservative activist Dr. James Dobson has campaigned on 
behalf of a concept of a healthy family drawn from both conservative evangelical Christianity 
and from contemporary psychology. Dobson, a pediatric psychologist (he has a PhD from 
University of Southern California), is one of the leading voices of the religious right, and the 
organizations he founded, Focus on the Family and the Family Research Council, are two of 
the most frequently cited representatives of conservative evangelicalism in public policy 
debates that concern sexuality, abortion, or marriage. Dobson’s most important contribution to 
the social conservative movement, however, was his pioneering use of therapeutic rhetoric in 
political discourse.  
 Dobson’s career as a public figure began with the publication of Dare to Discipline 
(1970), a polemic that articulates a behaviorist response to contemporaneous debates within 
developmental psychology to a conservative vision of moral order. This paper will use a 
rhetorical analysis of this important work to argue that an ethos of expertise can be understood 
as a professionally informed response to what Harry Collins and Robert Evans (2007) call 
“ubiquitous” commonsense knowledge. Dare to Discipline is an important rhetorical artifact 
because it was the text through which James Dobson transformed his professional status into 
political capital, and it offers a useful site for examining how disciplinary knowledge can be 
used to create an appropriate ethos for public debate .  
2. WHO IS JAMES DOBSON, AND WHY DOES HE MATTER? 
James Dobson’s early career was that of a therapist, not that of an activist, minister, or 
polemicist, and even during his career at Focus on the Family, his writing and speaking was 
primarily about parenting and marriage, not politics. Dobson, the son of a traveling Nazarene 
Evangelist, earned a PhD from USC in 1967. That choice was somewhat unusual at the time, 
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as during the fifties and sixties, evangelical Christians disapproved of psychology. After 
receiving his degree, he taught at USC’s Keck School of Medicine for over a decade. During 
his career as a psychologist he worked as an assistant to Paul Popenoe (an important figure in 
the history of therapy who helped to invent marriage counseling), published research about 
children with developmental difficulties, and worked as a pediatric counselor. 
 With the 1970 publication Dare to Discipline, Dobson began a career as an advocate 
of discipline-oriented parenting. After the book’s initial success (it sold three million copies 
during its first printing), he began booking speaking engagements, often at PTAs and churches, 
and in 1977, he founded Focus on the Family as a brand name for a series of videotapes of his 
lectures. In 1978 left his position at USC and began a syndicated radio show, also called Focus 
on the Family. Dobson was an important figure during the Reagan administration, serving on 
Reagan’s National Advisory Commission to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention from 1982–1984, on the Citizens Advisory Panel for Tax Reform as a Co-Chair, on 
the United States Army’s Family Initiative from 1986–1988, and on the Meese Commission on 
Pornography from 1985–1986. By 1987, Focus on the Family filled eight buildings in Pomona, 
California (Buss, 2006, p. 114). In the early 90s, the organization moved to a campus in 
Colorado Springs. By that point Focus on the Family was an evangelical media empire with a 
budget of approximately 80 million dollars (Buss, 2006, pp. 118–119). During the past two 
decades Dobson has participated in more overtly political activity, including campaigning for 
George Bush and penning a widely discussed letter about the dangers posed by the election of 
Barack Obama. 
 Dobson’s ascendance as a public figure paralleled the rise of the influence of 
conservative evangelical culture in American politics. Ernesto Laclau’s and Chantal Mouffe’s 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985) discusses the conservatism of the 1980s as a 
hegemonic realignment that broadly rearticulated the norms of political discourse in the United 
States, and we can understand Dobson, who was pioneer for the religious right, to be an 
important part of this realignment. Laclau and Mouffe argue that during the late seventies and 
early eighties, relationships between various strands of conservative thought were reimagined 
and articulated into a robust conservative hegemony, creating a new conservative common 
sense that redefined the ground upon which American policy debates happened. The sort of 
seemingly incongruous connections that we see in Dobson’s career (his professional expertise 
is about developmental psychology, but he speaks and writes about a about a wide variety of 
social issues, and he has been called upon to serve as an expert about media culture and tax 
policy) are what Laclau’s and Mouffe’s version of hegemonic theory predicts: “we will call 
articulation any practice establishing a relation among elements such that their identity is 
modified as a result of the articulatory practice. The structured totality resulting from the 
articulatory practice, we will call a discourse” (1985, p. 105). We might label the discursive 
project that Dobson participated in during the late seventies and eighties “popular American 
conservatism.”  
 Laclau’s and Mouffe’s argument that conservatism succeeded by articulating together 
various cultural strands and political perspectives matches perfectly the strategies explicitly 
endorsed by some conservative intellectuals as early as the 1960s, particularly National Review 
editors William Buckley and Frank Meyers. Meyers coined the term “fusionism” to describe a 
coalition of libertarians, pro-business conservatives, and evangelical Christians (along with 
conservative Catholics like Buckley). The similarity of “fusionism” to “articulation” suggests 
something of a match between the deliberate strategies of the conservative thinkers who helped 
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pave the way for the political realignment of the 1980s and the version of hegemonic theory 
that Laclau and Mouffe designed to explain these political shifts.  
3. CONCEPTUALIZING AN ETHOS OF EXPERTISE 
Dare to Discipline was Dobson’s first contribution toward designing the conservative project 
that bloomed in the early eighties. It is a particularly valuable book for thinking about political 
rhetoric because it is the work of a rhetor using specific disciplinary expertise to participate in 
a broad ideological project.  
 In order to participate in this project, Dobson had to construct an appropriate ethos for 
public debate from his professional knowledge. In Aristotelian rhetorical theory, ethos is the 
term used to describe the goodwill, character, and common sense that makes a speaker 
persuasive. In his survey of rhetorical scholarship about ethos, James Jasinski notes that 
contemporary rhetoricians have added to those Aristotelian personal virtues qualities like 
competence and knowledge (20001, p. 230). We might label these kinds of qualities that have 
become a part of credibility “expertise.” It is important to note that it is not expertise itself that 
has become important, but the ability to create an ethos of expertise. When we talk about ethos 
we are not talking about the speaker’s “real” self; instead, we are talking about a speaker’s 
ability to effectively perform character and expertise through rhetorical strategy (Jasinski, 
2001, pp. 229–230). Rhetoric is an art, not a knack, and so ethos should be understood as an 
aspect of performance, not as an essential quality.  
 How then, do rhetors effectively “perform” expertise? Responses to this question 
might involve looking at strategies rhetors use to demonstrate their professional authority or 
experience. However, while such demonstrations are necessary for a rhetor to demonstrate his 
or her competence to understand a problem, identifying the ways that speakers demonstrate 
authority does not explain why an audience might acknowledge and accept that authority. 
George Yoos points out that “the speaker cannot adopt a superior role toward his audience 
unless the audience concedes that role” (1970, p. 52). Harry Collins’s and Robert Evans’s 
Rethinking Expertise (2007), an effort to reimagine expertise after the destabilizing work done 
by what they call “second wave” science studies, offers a complex meditation on the nature of 
expertise and a useful starting point for talking about how disciplinary authority might be used 
in public debate.  
 Before I can discuss the ways that Collins and Evans are helpful, I need to 
acknowledge that I am, to some degree, reading against the grain of the text. The expressed 
purpose of Rethinking Expertise is to find new ground for understanding scientific knowledge. 
Collins and Evans write: “in this book we move from evaluating science as a provider of truth 
to analyzing the meaning of the expertise upon which the practice of science and technology 
rests” (2007, p. 2). Their solution to this problem is to locate expertise in experience and tacit 
knowledge. They write: “Acquiring expertise is . . . a matter of socialization into the practices 
of an expert group . . . and expertise can be lost if time is spent away from the group” (2007, p. 
3). As useful as this social vision of expertise is, particularly as an alternative to debating the 
nature of knowledge, it fails to provide an immediately useful description of how expertise can 
inform public debate. Collins’s and Evans’s critics have gone so far as to argue that the 
arhetorical nature of their work is a fundamental flaw. In a response to the 2002 article where 
Collins and Evans first proposed their expertise-based vision of science studies, Bryan Wynne 
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complains that Collins and Evans fail to consider the discursive spaces in which debate 
happens:  
They thus define the public domain to be only about whether or not something is true. They entirely 
ignore that public policy processes, and public reactions to scientific discourses of intervention in, 
and attempted management of nature and society, are processes of (often implicit and oblique) 
negotiation of public meanings. (2002, p. 404) 
Wynn describes their project as a “decisionist” program in which “policy and political 
processes are conceptualized exclusively as a series of completely unrelated specific decisions, 
each one of which has no interaction with any other (2002, p. 410).  
 However flawed the technical bias that underpins Collins’s and Evans’s response to 
second wave science studies might be, their work, particularly as it is elaborated upon in 
Rethinking Expertise, allows for rich discussions of how expertise can inform public debate, if 
we pay particular attention to relationships between expert knowledge and everyday 
knowledge. Rethinking Expertise is concerned not just with validating the expertise of 
disciplined professionals and experienced laypeople, but also with describing different kinds of 
knowledge through a “periodic table of expertise” (2007, p. 14). For example, Collins and 
Evans distinguish between “internationalist expertise,” which describes those who are able to 
participate in a discourse (although it is not the focus of this presentation, this category might 
of particular interest for rhetoric) with “contributory expertise,” which describes the ability to 
make decisions or to create new knowledge. The most important parts of their taxonomy for 
thinking about ethos in public debate are the category of expertise labeled “ubiquitous tacit 
knowledge” and the category of “meta expertise” labeled “ubiquitous discrimination.” 
“Ubiquitous” is the terms that Collins and Evans use to describe the accumulation of every 
day, “common sense” experience:  
What we will call “ubiquitous expertise” includes all the endlessly indescribable skills it takes to 
live in a human society. . . . For any specific society, its “form of life” or “culture” provides, and is 
enabled by, the content of the ubiquitous expertises of its members. (2007, p. 45)  
Ubiquitous meta-expertise is, similarly, the socially prescribed ways that we recognize markers 
of expert authority. It is not unlike Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of “cultural capital” in that it 
describes our implicit awareness of authority: “Ubiquitous discrimination, like other ubiquitous 
expertise, is acquired as part-and-parcel of living in our society” (Collins & Evans, 2007, p. 
45). 
 My contention is that we can discuss an ethos of expertise, by which I mean the 
ability for an expert to participate in public conversation, as a response to this kind of 
“ubiquitous” expertise and discrimination. Because Collins and Evans are particularly 
concerned about peer-to-peer discrimination or “downward” (expert-to-non-expert) 
discrimination, they do not devote much attention to what, for me, is perhaps the crucial issue 
in thinking about expertise: how do experts persuasively advertise their knowledge to non-
experts? The concept of “meta-expertise” begins to addresses the problem of describing the 
ability of non-experts to recognize experts (although non-experts can be fooled), but it does not 
help us understand why non-experts might be willing to accept expert authority. I believe that 
answers to this problem can be found by looking for ways that experts can articulate their 
expert opinions to commonsense arguments and popular opinion. Dare to Discipline is a text 
where an expert used professional knowledge to successfully participate in a political project, 
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and it is a therefore a text we can examine what a strategy for accomplishing this task might 
look like.  
4. DARING TO DISCIPLINE 
Dare to Discipline is billed as a book about parenting, and its popular reputation is as a 
controversial pro-corporal punishment manifesto, but it is actually a somewhat unwieldy 
collection of essays that touch on many topics, including Dobson’s anger at Benjamin Spock’s 
contemporaneous status as the parenting expert, his dissatisfaction with the muddle of 
psychiatry at the time, his concern about education, and his hatred of the counterculture. 
Biographer Dale Buss writes:  
There really was no mistaking Dobson’s clarion call to parents, educators, policy makers, and the 
culture as a whole. He wanted parents to reverse much of the child-rearing advice they’d been given 
since World War II—all of which, he believed, had  come home to roost in the turbulence of the 
sixties. His was still a rather lonely voice at that point. . . (2006, p. 45) 
Buss writes,  
[E]ven Dobson agrees that Dare to Discipline was far from a literary tour de force. . . . The book is 
actually a somewhat loosely packaged collection of essays and snippets of advice whose subjects 
are mainly united by being Dobson’s passions in those days. (2006, p. 45).  
While I agree with Buss’s (and Dobson’s) assessment that the book is a strangely organized 
outpouring with a wildly shifting authorial voice, I disagree with the idea that the book is 
“united” only as a snapshot of Dobson’s concerns. Or, rather, I think that Dobson successfully 
defines these seemingly disparate issues as a part of the same overarching narrative about a 
disintegrating social order. Richard Vatz argues that rhetorical situations are defined not 
through the intrinsic properties of the facts of a case, but through rhetorical activity: “When 
political commentators talk about issues they are talking about situations made salient, not 
something that became important because of its intrinsic predominance” (1975, p. 160).  
  Dare to Discipline is an important book not only because it was Dobson’s debut as a 
popular author, but also because it was the text in which he first attempted to understand “the 
family” in a broad political context. Throughout Dare to Discipline, Dobson’s authority as a 
pediatric expert is used to construct a powerful vision of social conservatism as common sense: 
Children thrive best in an atmosphere of genuine love, undergirded by reasonable, consistent 
discipline. In a day of widespread drug usage, immorality, civil disobedience, vandalism, and 
violence, we must not depend on hope and  luck to fashion the critical attitudes we value in our 
children. That unstructured technique was applied during the childhood of the generation which is 
now in college, and the outcome has been quite discouraging. Permissiveness has not just been a 
failure; it's been a disaster! (1970, p. 13–14) 
Dobson’s war against “permissiveness” is both an argument by an expert against a specific 
school of “progressive” parenting and an effort to contrast the values of the new left with 
commonsense conservative prudence. Dobson’s claim is that experiments in social values that 
took place during the 1960s have created a moral vacuum in which a generation of young 
people has grown up. In the catalogue of social ills Dobson presents (“widespread drug usage, 
immorality, civil disobedience, vandalism, and violence”) progressive parenting is linked to 
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social protest, which is linked to petty criminality, addiction, and meaningless violence. This 
passage’s primary purpose is to discuss different schools of parenting, but Dobson makes his 
argument by contrasting parenting as common sense to parenting as a received “technique.”  
 One of the key paradoxes of Dare to Discipline is that Dobson creates identification 
with his audience by positioning himself against the elite opinions of the mental health 
establishment. Dobson begins the book with a horror story of an unruly, intolerable child and 
an ineffectual mother shackled to the “unworkable” and “permissive” philosophy of child care 
that foregoes the use of discipline:  
Mrs. Nichols and her little daughter are among the many casualties of an unworkable, illogical 
philosophy of child management which has dominated the literature on this subject during the past 
twenty years. This mother had read that a child will eventually respond to patience and tolerance, 
ruling out the need for discipline (1970, p. 10). 
The persona Dobson adopts here is that of an expert—he is qualified to comment that a school 
of parenting that has “dominated the literature . . . during the last twenty years” is “illogical.” 
As the passage continues, Dobson’s complaint implicitly transforms from being a strictly 
professional opinion into being a commonsense observation and moral judgment: 
She has been taught that conflicts between parent and child were to be perceived as inevitable 
misunderstandings or differences in viewpoint. Unfortunately, Mrs. Nichols and her advisors were 
wrong! She and her child were involved in no simple difference of opinion; she was being 
challenged, mocked, and defied by her daughter. (1970, p. 11) 
Dobson characterizes progressive “permissive” parenting as being an acceptance of a peer 
relationship between a child and an adult, and he argues that the unruly child is not just being 
disruptive, but actively challenging the social order. Dobson concludes the anecdote with a 
reiteration of this grim take on the situation:  
[T]he real issue was totally unrelated to the water or the nap or other aspects of the particular 
circumstances. The actual meaning behind this conflict and a hundred others was simply this: Sandy 
was brazenly rejecting the authority of her mother. (1970, p. 12).  
Dobson’s argument is that the faddish consensus of mainstream pediatric psychology (or at 
least, he makes an “expert” claim about what this consensus is) should be done away with and 
replaced by a school of parenting that conforms to conservative prudence. He is not only an 
expert; he is a wise expert, capable of critiquing mainstream medicine through the common 
sense of the superior moral grounding of the everyday social order. Parents and children cannot 
be peers, or society will fall apart. The reader is invited not only to consider Dobson’s practical 
advice, but to take comfort in the acceptable common sense and moral certainty to which it is 
articulated. Dobson writes, “I reject [laissez-faire parenting] and I have considerable evidence 
to refute it” (1970, p. 13). This rhetoric divides the practical, ethical, morally grounded “we” 
from an aloof elite who would risk families and societies for their ideological commitment to 
permissiveness. 
 Dobson begins the first chapter of the book with a biological analogy describing the 
dangers of drug use and sexual freedom. He begins by setting up his story as a description of 
scientific realism: “Nature has generously equipped most animals with a fear of things that 
could be harmful to them. Their survival depends on recognition of a particular danger in time 
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to avoid it” (1970, p. 15). He quickly shifts into a more colloquial voice and describes the 
phenomena he is using as his example:  
But good old Mother Nature did not protect the frog quite so well; she overlooked a serious flaw in 
his early warning system that sometimes proves fatal. If a frog is placed in a pan of warm water 
under which the heat is being increased very gradually, he will typically show no inclination to 
escape. . . . He will just sit there, contentedly peering over the edge of the pan while the steam curls 
ominously around his nostrils. Eventually, the boiling frog will pass on to his reward, having 
succumbed to an unnecessary misfortune that he could easily have avoided. (1970, p. 15) 
Dobson admits that he has moved from a naturalist description of biology (explaining that fear 
is a survival mechanism) to using frogs as a metaphor, but he does so without abandoning his 
“naturalist” grounding:  
Now obviously, this is a book about parents and children, not frogs. But human beings have some 
of the same perceptual inadequacies as their little green friends. We have passively accepted a 
slowly deteriorating "youth scene" without uttering a croak of protest. (1970, p. 16).  
 This move is particularly rich, as it admits to the extravagance of Dobson’s allegory (the 
cultural changes of the sixties and seventies were like a frog being slowly boiled alive!?) while 
holding onto the authority of expertise. He argues that we cannot assess our degraded state 
because we suffer from “perceptual inadequacies” that are cognitively similar to an animal in 
an unnatural situation for which its warning mechanisms are ill-equipped.  
 The passage is at once a simple fable that espouses common sense through a tall tale-
like colloquial story, an expert’s explanation of a particular cognitive phenomenon, and a 
blistering assessment of contemporary America. The frog serves as a funny, accessible story, 
but also a rather grim example. It isn’t that Dobson has a difference of opinion—it is that we 
are being boiled alive and do not know it. Contemporaneous attitudes about drug and sex are 
articulated to the naturalist argument that people become acclimated to their environments to 
the warning that our cultural norms have become dangerous. Again, we see ordinary common 
sense and expert opinion intertwined. 
 The various contexts that Dobson has put his argument in—professional judgment, 
common sense, timeless moral law, social critique—invite the audience to share not just 
Dobson’s narrow opinions about techniques of raising a child, but an overarching worldview. 
Dobson’s argument is both “my professional advice will help you navigate conflicts in your 
home” and “our moral responsibility is to establish a social order and quell dissent.” The 
strangely hostile language Dobson uses to describe children makes sense only when we see his 
arguments in the light of the political and moral contexts in which he places them. Dobson 
writes, in one of the most famous and controversial passages from the book: 
When a youngster tries this kind of stiff-necked rebellion, you had better take it out of him, and pain 
is a marvelous purifier . . . . You have drawn a line in the dirt, and the child has deliberately flopped 
his big hairy toe across it. Who is going to win? Who has the most courage? Who is in charge here? 
(1970, p. 27) 
Dobson’s style here might be read as a challenge to the “permissive” school of parenting or as 
an effort to steel the noncommittal parent for her (Dobson uses feminine pronouns and mothers 
as his representative weak parents) responsibilities, but the evocation of “hairy” rebellion is an 
almost overt evocation of the sixties counterculture. This strange language choice (hairy toes 
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on a toddler?) is also suggestive of threatening unsubdued wildness. The child threatens to 
become a dissident hippie or a demonic beast. Dobson argues that if rebellion is not quelled at 
the earliest possible stage in a child’s development schism and disorder are inevitable: 
A controlling but patient hand will eventually succeed in settling the little tyrant, but probably not 
until he is about four years of age. Unfortunately, however, the child's attitude toward authority can 
be severely damaged during his toddler years. The parent who loves her cute little butterball so 
much that she cannot risk antagonizing him, may lose and never regain his control . . . 
 The proper time to begin disarming the teen-age time-bomb is twelve years before it arrives. 
Perhaps the most difficult problems referred to me occur with the rebellious, hostile teen-ager for 
whom the parents have done everything wrong since he was born. . . . For a psychologist, this 
problem must be approached as a physician views terminal cancer: "I can't cure it now; it's too late. 
Perhaps I can make its consequences less painful." (1970, p. 33–34) 
Dobson ends this narrative that connects disciplining small children to juvenile delinquency to 
moral chaos with a medical analogy. Even though he has gone to the trouble of transforming 
his professional judgments into common sense and then into large-scale social commentary, he 
resolves the incongruities of the political and social conflicts he is using to frame his warnings 
about disciplining toddlers by steering the audience back into a therapeutic context. Dobson 
frames his argument with appeals to conservative prudence, with appeals to timeless wisdom, 
with invocations of moral panic, and with appeals to a “commonsense” distrust of elitist, 
faddish science, but ultimately, an ethos of expertise ties these various frames together.  
V. CONCLUSION 
While religious figures like Pat Robertson and brash media personalities like Ann Coulter have 
attracted more attention for their occasionally outrageous public statements, James Dobson has 
less conspicuously, but more consistently, articulated the concerns of conservative 
evangelicalism to various contexts, and Focus on the Family has established a kind of 
institutional permanence and popularity that no other social conservative organization has. The 
therapeutic rhetoric project that Dobson initiated with Dare to Discipline has been 
tremendously important to the politicized evangelical movement. When mainstream journalists 
want a spokesperson quote representing the opposition to same-sex marriage or to abortion 
rights, they often contact a representative of Focus on the Family or its spin-off organization, 
the Family Research Council.  
 The fusion between the therapeutic industry and conservative politics that Dobson 
pioneered has become a resilient and important part of the infrastructure of the American right. 
In addition to its advocacy and media work, Focus on the Family has continued to participate 
in mental health care by providing access to advice from professional counselors through a 
helpline and through a website, by organizing conferences and seminars about marriage and 
parenting, and by maintaining a database of Christian counselors. A visit to a Christian book 
store or an afternoon listening to a Christian radio station will reveal both the pervasiveness of 
therapeutic rhetoric in contemporary evangelical culture and the carefully elaborated political 
perspective to which this rhetoric is connected. Since Dobson pioneered the use of therapeutic 
rhetoric in conservative evangelical discourse, many professional organizations for Christian 
therapists have formed to organize evangelical therapists, including both apolitical 
organizations that exist to help ministers or counselors keep up with contemporary therapeutic 
practices and highly politicized organizations that understand conservative Christianity as a 
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political movement. Participants in the conservative evangelical project can be found among 
the more psychodynamically inclined therapists (like marriage counselors), but also among the 
most biomedical practitioners (like psychiatrists who work in hospitals).  
 The question we must ask of social conservative rhetoric is not how it manages to 
unite such disparate discourses, but how this fusion operates, both in terms of understanding 
the political consequences of this fusion and in terms of understanding the rhetorical strategies 
that are used to create it. The ethos of expertise that Dobson constructed through his somewhat 
paradoxical “commonsense-oriented-ethos-of-expertise” is an example of this kind of strategy. 
I do not want to argue that the kind of populism Dobson uses is the only way that a rhetor 
might articulate his or her arguments to ubiquitous knowledge, but the paradox of the strange 
figure, the anti-elitist expert, that he became in his writing suggests how serious the challenges 
inherent in using expert knowledge to find political agency are.  
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